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The Keynote Address, 3rd Marianas History Conference 2017 Saipan 

Indigenous Revisionism 

By Laura M. Torres Souder, Ph.D. 
President and CEO, Souder, Betances and Associates, Inc. Chicago 
souder@betances.com 

Abstract: Who has the right and responsibility to challenge conventional/
colonial historiography? Indigenous historians do! For too long, the only 
written accounts of Marianas history were offered by those who toed the 
line of “great men, great deeds.” This so-called official documentation of 
indigenous lived experience marginalized indigenous people to the point 
that history became the story of what other people did in their own 
homeland. It is time indigenous people bring the invisible out of hiding by 
becoming their own storytellers. This presentation aims to share lessons 
from Souder’s own journey as a CHamoru historian. It draws on current 
manifestations of how indigenous people of the Marianas have begun to 
reconstruct social reality in writing and creative works. Ultimately, the 
goal of Indigenous Revisionism is to redirect indigenous historical 
narrative and place indigenous ancestors as the primary actors in a 
collective historical experience. 

Revisionist historians contest the mainstream or traditional view of historical events. 
They question prevailing interpretations in an effort to provide a more balanced 
perspective of history which includes not only the record of empire builders and 
colonizing forces but that of native inhabitants of the lands acquired and conquered. 
They also seek to tell the story of ordinary people through their own eyes. Historical 
revisionism, then, is a popular process of reinterpreting, expanding and refining the 
writing of history. It becomes controversial when it reverses or challenges moral 
interpretations or motives of major players. This form of revisionism is quickly 
challenged by the supporters of conventional historiographic interpretations, often in 
heated terms. 

The term “revisionism” is used pejoratively by people who charge that revisionists are 
deliberately distorting the “true” historical record. This perspective, which calls the 
legitimacy of revisionism into question, is fueled by nativist or racist sentiments. 
Revisionist history is often practiced by those who are in the minority, such as feminist 
historians, ethnic minority historians, those working outside of mainstream academia, 
essentially historians who have the most to gain and the least to lose in challenging 
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the status quo. In the friction between the mainstream of accepted beliefs and the new 
perspectives of historical revisionism, historical interpretations are either changed, 
solidified, or clarified. Revisionist interpretations often gain currency and are viewed 
as more balanced. They may become the more acceptable account of history over time. 

Historical Revisionism seeks to:  
➢ Re-interpret the historical record; 
➢ Develop and refine the writing of history; 
➢ Challenge conventional historiography in order to include the experiences and 

perspectives of participant people in historical events and the meaning 
assigned to outcomes; and, 

➢ Include the account of ordinary lives in the Historical Narrative 

The following chart shows the progression of American Revisionism as it has 
developed. 

The Trajectory of Revisionism in American Historiography 

Women’s Studies, Ethnic Studies, Afro-centric Studies, Native American Tribal 
Studies and Hawaiian Studies have provided a framework for other colonized 
American island nations to build upon. 

Indigenous Historiography 
The absence of our voice or distorted images of our role as indigenous people of the 
Marianas in the official written historical records has led to an unbalanced, fractured 
sense of who we are as the first settlers of these islands. Generations of CHamorus 
have been disconnected from our historical heritage and traditional knowledge. 
Historical revisionism provides an alternative framework which incorporates 
perspectives that have heretofore been ignored. 

The goal of indigenous revisionism is to redirect our historical narrative and place 
ourselves and our ancestors as the primary actors in our collective historical 
experience. It is the reconstruction of social reality in academic writing and creative 
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works to centralize the wisdom, knowledge and experience of indigenous people as 
the substance and primary focus of historiography. 

Indigenous historiography, then, is the telling of our story (lived experience) and 
exploration of our ethos (worldview, beliefs, myths, legends and rituals) by indigenous 
storytellers. In order for us to reclaim our voice effectively though, we must overcome 
the colonial mentality that we have nothing worth telling. Paolo Freire reminds us that, 
“the oppressed, having internalized the image of the oppressor and adopted his 
guidelines are fearful of freedom.” 

While revisionism is the process of scrutinizing what has been written, we must 
nevertheless guard against the inclination to summarily dismiss conventional accounts 
as unimportant. Accounts from missionaries, explorers, colonial administrators, 
adventurers, anthropologists, archaeologists and linguists have provided indigenous 
historians with many valuable insights into who we are as a people. These historical 
records are invaluable to our reconstructing and reinterpreting cultural practices and 
events for which we have no living memory. 

Indigenous Revisionism as an Instrument of Decolonization 
The first act of liberation in the journey toward cultural sovereignty is to claim our 
identity. We must not be afraid to venture into the MATA of our ancestors and be 
propelled by their wisdom to change our history by changing the way we look at 
ourselves and our reality. In the wise words of Paolo Freire, “Liberating Education 
consists of acts of cognition and not of transferals of information.” This is the purpose 
and promise of indigenous revision. As we journey forward to reclaim our identity, we 
must be acutely aware that terms or names first recorded by chroniclers, 
cartographers, missionaries, explorers, scientists, colonial officials and other non-
indigenous visitors are sounds they heard through their own linguistic framework. 
Documenting terms in the way they heard them, may not be an accurate 
representation of Fino’ Haya. If these terms hold no meaning or cultural relevance and 
if we have words in our indigenous language that are more culturally appropriate, we 
should not be afraid to revise or replace such terms to establish authentic expression 
which is connected to our indigenous optic or MATA. 
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As with revisionism in American Historiography, there are also discernible 
progressions in Marianas Historiography which are represented in the following 
trajectory: 

The Trajectory of Revisionism in Marianas Historiography 

Some literary examples of indigenous revisionism in the telling of the CHamoru story 
include: 

Video products includes: 
Fino’ Haya Series 
Mothering Guahan 
War for Guam 
A History of Guam through Song 

MAISA 
Fanhasso Guahan 
I Tinaotao Marianas 
I am Chamorro 

Drawing Inspiration from American Revisionism 
The utilization of the cultural ethos and specialized knowledge (MATA) embedded in 
our language (Fino’ Haya) to guide interpretations of traditional practices and 
revisions in naming is critical. American Revisionism provides meaningful illustrations 
of how word choice to reclaim identity is an integral part of rewriting our story. Some 
examples of how identity words have evolved to align with new interpretations are 
provided below: 

➢ “N ---” > Colored > Negro > Black > African-American 
➢ Wetbacks > Mexicans > Chicanos or Mexican-Americans 
➢ “Spiks” > Puertoricans > Newyoricans > Boricua 
➢ Girls/Gals> Ladies (Mrs.and Miss) > Women (Ms.) 
➢ Reclaiming our Identity 
➢ Our Island: Boam > Goam > Guam > Guahan 
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➢ Our People: Taotao Tåno’ yan Tåsi > Cha-morro > Guamanian/Saipanese> Man 
Taotao Tåno’ /CHamoru  

➢ Gupallao > Carolinians > Refaluwasch 
➢ Our Creation Story: Puntan & Fu’una > Pontan & Fo’na 

Ultimately, transformative authenticity is driven by critical 
consciousness. As Brant Castellano (2000) has noted, “The knowledge 
that will support [our] survival in the future will not be an artifact from 
the past. It will be a living fire, rekindled from surviving embers and 
fueled with the materials of the twenty-first century”. It is not only 
Indigenous students but all learners who can benefit from the 
revitalization of Indigenous knowledges. 

Decolonizing Aboriginal Education In The 21St Century 
Elizabeth Ann Munroe, et al. 

Through indigenous revisionism, we can pursue our freedom without fear to co-create 
our own image of who we are as the taotao tåno of this Archipelago with many stories 
and milestones in our shared history and language as the indigenous people of the 
Marianas. 

Presentation Slides 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- - - 
Dr. Laura M. Torres Souder is President and CEO of Souder, 
Betances and Associates, Inc. in Chicago. Through her visionary 
leadership, she leads a competent team of professionals to 
provide cutting edge training services in the areas of leadership 
development, educational transformation, bridging the student 
achievement gap, organizational change management, diversity 
and inclusion for mission and bottom-line success. Dr. Souder 
earned her BA at Emanuel College in Boston and her MA and 
PhD in American Studies from the University of Hawaii as a 

Joint Doctoral Intern at the East West Center. She served as Curator of the Guam 
Museum and also taught at the University of Guam for over a decade. She is the 
author of Daughters of the Island: Contemporary Chamorro Organizers of Guam, was co-
editor of Chamorro Self-Determination, as well as numerous research papers and 
technical reports. Finally, she is spiritually grounded, is gifted with a sense of humor 
and a greater sense of purpose. 
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